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There's no smoke without fire

The region's governments can do more to help Indonesia with the yearly haze problem
- by helping out before the fires actually start on peatland.

Stories by SIM LEOI LEOI
lifest COMLmY

THE haze may have been blown
away from Malaysia with the sea-
sonal change in wind direction but
this doesn't mean that the smoke
has cleared.

Sadly, the clear blue skies and
sunny weather we see now are

While its will on
a M"’“"“’mm
direction and the presence of El
, the recent haze
wasn't as bad as that in 2015 or
even 1997, which were El Nino
years, when ocean currents warm
up - climate change seems to only
waorsen the dry and hot conditions
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Put out the fire

However, according to Global
Environment Centre (GEC) director
Faizal Parish, the matter isn't as
straightforward as that.

Instead of offering aid to
Indonesia during the height of the
hueﬂ'isiawhmﬂwﬂmm

hectares peaihndnndchaldng
people with the smoke, he argues
that more efforts should be put

Wl'

fire as a cheap and fast way to
clear land.
The GEC, which was established

Prevention of fires in peat is much more cost effective than fighting fires. — Photos: Global Environment Centre

The haze in numbers

Indonesian governments on such
strat

egies.
Faizal says that if Malaysia
wants to solve the problem, it
should offer positive assistance

-ﬁmunbeymbefmunﬂm
work and to support
the and

ing of partnerships between the
n
local government, the private sec-
tor and the local communities to
work together to prevent fires,” he
says in a recent email interview.

GEC used to support a pro-
gramme in Harapan Jaya, Riau, in
Sumatra, from 2011 to 2015, which
he describes as “very successful”
in'that no fires were recorded in
that village during this last haze
period.

m:f?lrhumlus;ery
difficult for villages and groups
like GEC or san Mitra
Insan, which GEC works with in
mmlu.tnsecmrmurmfur

prevention,

“It is relatively easy to find
funds from local governments to
fight fires but extremely difficult to
find funds to prevent fires.

“However, prevention of fires in
peat is much more cos{ effective
than fighting fires - only
between 15% to 25% of the costs,”
points out Faizal, adding that these
efforts need to be ongoing.

He laments that in years when
these have been preven vari-
ous actions, there was no pressure
to set aside further resources to

How many countries were
affected by this year's haze?

® Seven. Indonesia, Malaysia,
Singapore and Brunei while there
makomporlsofthe haze
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site).

“But in dry years, such a.'szms.
the work by the

:ze“tenmlogld&m.g:k ® At one time, over 2,000 -
W"’W o | Schoolsaround the country had to
i ho mﬁuumtsdetactemd close, affecting over two million

Sumatra during the 2015 haze. Py e
° i y n in Sarawak
amomuﬂmm&m recorded an Air Pollutant Index
madimufdozatsam.MIs
?ulrem?edlnwﬁshtﬂ\efutsin =
® According to a World Bank
® In Malaysia, Deputy Housi
I 8. | teportin 2016, the economic

and Local Government Minister

impact of forest fires and haze _

and thus made vulnerable to fire Malaysians about the
“In the past 15 years, more than  Indonesians just can't seem to stop
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cost up to 10.000% were outsiders or immi-
mm&wwmw wwa’lsemmd
with, eventually to use fire to.clear or
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We didn't start the fire when the flames spread out
As to the question from many of control into nearby areas, espe-
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Villagers at Harapan Jaya in Riau, Sumatra, during one of the fire prevention trainings
organised by the Global Environment Centre.

Faizal (left) with stakeholders at a peatland site in Ind ia with community

cially land with low water tables ficult to prove the actual cause or plantations, contends Faizal, dis-

due to drought, development, plan-  the culprit. - rupt the natural flow of water to

tation projects or simply the lack “Even if people are caught, it is the village areas.

of good water management by the  very difficult to prove thisina “As a result, large areas of peat-

villages. court,” he says, land in villages adjacent to planta-
“Enforcement alone cannot Local communities in Indonesia  tions are drying out and becoming

solve the problem. often get blamed for starting fires, more and more vulnerable to fire,”
“While some portion of the fires  admits Faizal. he says.

are deliberately lit, many of these “But from our observations, While the Indonesian govern-

have just spread from small areas  sometimes, an important contrib- ment has in the past three years

into the village and forest land and  uting factor is the disruption of the  focused on forcing plantation

get out of control. natural hydrology of the peatland  companies to improve water
“Others may start from discard- by the plantation ¢ ies,” he and regularly

ed cigarettes or spread from camp  says. monitor and report water levels,

fires,” says Faizal, adding that once The drainage and boundary Faizal says its implementation

these fires start it is often very dif  canals constructed by these large is directly financed by the planta-

tion companies.

The programme currently has
10,000 monitoring points in 3.2
million hectares of peatland man-
aged by large plantation compa-
nies.

However, Faizal points out that
-there is no equivalent programme
for community land or the forest

and protected areas.

“Due to lack of resources the
government has only been able to
undertake small scale or pilot
activities in these areas.

“As a result, they remain very

vulnerable to fire,” he says.

This means that any aid offered
by Malaysia to Indonesia when the
haze of smoke is already blowing
over our way is actually of little to
no help at all.

Instead, Faizal argues that it is
necessary to put into place
long-term and continuing pro-
gmmmes to empower local

local gover
and the private sector to work
together to prevent these fires.

“It is not possible to solve the
pruh]env; rhmugh short term

d campaigns,” he
says,
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